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GABON: KEY ECONOMIC INDICATORS 


(Money values in millions of dollars except where noted) 
Currency conversion rates: 212 CFA = $1.00, 1980; 
272 CFA = $1.00, 1981; 330 CFA = $1.00, 1982 
% Change (3) 
INCOME, EMPLOYMENT, CONSUMPTION 1980 1981 1982 81-82 


GDP at Current Prices (1) (2) 4265.2 3742.7 3479.1 12.8 
Petroleum's Share of GDP (%)(1) 45.2 46.2 46.0 
GDP Constant 1976 Prices (1) (2) 3150.7 2368.7 1965.6 0 
Population (thousands) (1) 1232.0 1250.0 1268.7 1 
GDP Per Capita (1) (2) 3462.04 2994.18 2742525 LE, 
4 
3 
8 


Salaried Employees (thousands) 107.2 117.4 123.0 
Private Consumption (1) 1116.2 971.1 910.0 
Investment (Private and Public)(1) 1137.4 1202.8 13713..2 


BALANCE OF PAYMENTS AND TRADE 


Exports (1) (2) 2511.9 2197.7 
Exports to U.S. (1) 383.0 460.4 
Imports (1) (2) 73821 840.9 
Imports from U.S. (1) 48.0 128.0 
Balance of Trade (1) (2) 1796.8 1356.8 
Balance of Goods and Services(1)(2) 951.1 468.0 
Balance on Current Account (1) (2) 827.6 402.8 
Capital Account Balance (1) (2) ~720.5 ~277,5 
Balance of Payments (1) (2) 94.7 122.4 


MONEY AND PRICES 


Money and Quasi Money (1) 716.8 
Money and Quasi Money (% GDP) (1) 16.8 
Disbursed Public Debt (year-end) (1)1917.9 
Net Foreign Assets (year-end) (1) 34.9 
Public Debt Service (annual) (1) 536.5 
Retail Price Index (1972 equals 

100) 235.7 
Wholesale Price Index (1966 = 100) 385.6 
Interest Rate (End of Year %) 3.5 


GOVERNMENT ACCOUNTS 


Current Revenue (1) (2) 1425.6 
Operating Budget (1) (2) 449.4 
Development Budget (1) (2) 574.5 


MAJOR EXPORTS 


Petroleum (1) (2) 1928.7 1851.8 1681.2 10. 
Manganese (1) (2) 143.9 119.1 94.5 a4. 
Uranium (1) (2) 111.3 71.6 78.8 3 
Wood (1) (2) 235.3 168.3 146.7 5 


NOTES: (1) Estimate for 1982; (2) Revised figures for 1980 and 1981; 
(3) Percentage changes based on CFA values to avoid distortions due to 
exchange rate fluctuation. 





SUMMARY 


As a result of weak world markets for Gabon's four export commodities-—-petro- 
leum, manganese, uranium, and wood--Gabon's economic performance through 

1982 and the first three quarters of 1983 has remained sluggish. Nominal 

GDP increased 12.8 percent in 1982, while inflation of about 12 percent 
resulted in estimated real growth rate of less than 1 percent. This compares 
with a small decline in real GDP in 1981, which was the first year of 
Gabon's recession. Gabon continues to have the highest per capita income in 


Sub-Saharan Africa at $2,742 due to its substantial oil revenue and small 
population, 


Despite the stagnant growth rate, Gabon's financial position has continued to 
improve, with the 1982 overall balance of payments surplus reaching $145.6 
million. The trade and current accounts surpluses were $1.3 billion and 
$411.2 million, respectively. The Gabonese Government's continuing adherence 
to a policy of financial discipline has led to restrained government spending 
and steady reduction in the country's debt service ratio. Net foreign 
exchange reserves rose to $289.4 million--five and one half month's worth 

of imports--by the first quarter of 1983. 


While Gabon's long-term outlook appears good, especially with the prospect of 
increased oil production over the next three to five years, the economy is 
unlikely to resume significant growth through 1984 without a substantial 
recovery in world mineral and petroleum markets. Government oil revenue for 
1984 may fall below the 1983 level due to the delayed impact of lower oil 
prices on tax receipts, and a continued period of budget austerity appears 
likely. Activity in the oil sector has fallen off as a result of low oil 
prices. Private sector activity elsewhere is expected to be restrained due 
to the limited prospects for the wood, manganese, and uranium markets and 
restrained government spending. Even with the austerity period, Gabon has a 
substantial and largely internally-financed development budget of $653.9 
million for 1983. Expenditures are budgeted to increase over 1982 levels for 
the Transgabon Railroad, the road network, education and training, agricul- 
tural projects, and defense equipment. 


In 1982 U.S. firms sold $110 million worth of products to Gabon, making it the 
sixth largest U.S. export market in black Africa. That level represented a 
small decline from the $119 million in American goods exported to Gabon in 
1981. More than half of U.S. exports related to the petroleum sector, while 
much of the remainder was in construction equipment and aircraft. Gabonese 
exports to the United States--nearly all crude oil-- amounted to $610 million 
in 1982, leaving a trade deficit for the United States of $500 million. 


Although economic growth is unlikely to be strong in 1984, Gabon offers com- 
paratively good long-term potential for U.S. companies because of its large 
infrastructure development program and sound financial position. With an 
upturn in world commodity prices, promising markets could soon exist in heavy 
construction equipment, mining and forestry equipment, and agricultural 
products and certain consumer goods. A number of opportunities tied to 
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infrastructure development may also open up during the next few years. The 
Gabonese Government is actively trying to diversify its economic relation- 
ships and is particularly interested in attracting American investors. 
Besides petroleum, the Government is seeking investments in agriculture, 
forestry, tourism, manufacturing, and mineral development. 


CURRENT SITUATION AND TRENDS 


1982 Economic Performance -- The worldwide economic downturn which prevented 
Gabon's real growth in 1981 continued to impede the country's progress in 1982. 
Revised figures show that, although nominal GDP increased 12.8 percent to 

$3.48 billion in 1982, inflation continued at approximately 12 percent (down 
slightly from 13 percent in 1981), resulting in real growth of less than 1 
percent. (Earlier estimates for 1982 had shown a 1.8 percent real growth rate.) 
In 1982, Gabon's per capita income fell 2.3 percent in dollar terms to $2,742 
due to a 14 percent relative decline in the value of the French franc (to 
which the CFA is directly linked), but the country's per capita income remains 
the highest in Sub-Saharan Africa. Most economic sectors improved nominally 
over their mixed economic performances of 1981. Significant growth, however, 
occurred only in the small sectors of construction (6.7 percent of GDP) and 
trade (4.5 percent of GDP), which increased 17.4 percent and 9.1 percent 
respectively. 


The most important economic sector continues to be petroleum, producing nearly 
$1.7 billion in 1982 which represented 46 percent of GDP, 81 percent of exports, 
and 66 percent of government revenue. The growth rate of the petroleum sector 
dropped from 2 percent real growth in 1981 to minus 0.6 percent in 1982. The 
volume of oil production, which had been declining steadily at about 7 percent 


a year since 1976, finally stabilized in 1982, registering a 1.8 percent 
increase at 7.8 million tons (150,000 barrels per day). The reduced growth 
of Gabon's oil sector was attributable to the soft world oil market. 


Although world economic conditions also adversely affected world markets for 
Gabon's three other export earners--manganese, uranium, and forestry products-—- 
only manganese suffered a reduction in nominal terms. A 5.2 percent price 
increase was more than offset by reduced manganese export sales in 1982 to 1.4 
million tons, resulting in a 3.7 percent decline in revenue to $94.5 million. 
In the forestry sector, higher prices resulted in a 5.7 percent increase in 
export revenue, despite the soft world lumber market which caused an 11 percent 
decline in export volume to 1.2 million cubic meters of timber. Uranium was 
Gabon's strongest performer, boasting a 33.3 percent increase in sales which 
reached $78.8 million. The metal's strong performance was attributable to 
uranium pricing in dollars and a 13.7 percent increase in export volume. 


Government investment increased 9 percent in nominal terms in 1982, reaching 

an estimated $628.38 million. Private investment enjoyed a 29 percent increase, 
reaching the $542.4 million level. The Government continued to invest heavily 
in the Transgabon Railroad, spending $151 million on the project during the year. 
The railroad is scheduled for completion from Owendo (near Libreville) to 
Franceville in late 1987 and was completed to the halfway point at Booue in 
January 1983. Other major areas of government investment included $38.5 
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million for agricultural projects, $77.6 million for roads, and $44.5 million 
for electrical power generation and distribution. Private sector investment 
continued to be heavily oriented towards oil development and exploration. 


Employment and Salaries -- The number of salaried workers increased 4.8 percent 
(compared to 4.0 percent in 1981), reaching 123,000--still well below the 
138,000 level of 1977 when Gabon was at the peak of its development activity. 
Although a detailed employment breakdown is not available, public sector 
employment is estimated to have increased 6 percent in 1981 to about 25,000 
workers. Within the private sector, employment in the petroleum, forestry 
and agricultural sectors increased, while the work force in the mining sector 
declined. Unemplovment is negligible among Gabonese seeking employment. 
Since the labor force includes a substantial number of expatriates, both 
European and African, who are attracted to Gabon by high relative wages, 
expansions and contractions of the work force are absorbed largely by foreign 
workers. 


In February 1982, the minimum wage for Gabonese was raised 25 percent to 
50,000 CFA ($150) per month, with the minimum wage for non-Gabonese being 
raised 16.7 percent to 35,000 CFA ($105). Public sector salaries in 1982 
increased an average of 13.8 percent. During the year, labor disputes arose 
which resulted in private sector wage increases of 16 to 25 percent for lower 
paid workers and 3 to 12 percent increases near the top of the salary scale, 
depending on the type of work and skill levels. In February 1983 the Govern- 
ment granted an additional increase of 13 percent in the minimum wage to keep 
pace with inflation. Most workers earn substantially more than the minimum 
wage. According to Gabonese Government statistics, the average 1982 salaries 
were as follows: $5,075 in the wood processing industry; $5,890 in the 
forestry industry; and $31,870 in the petroleum sector (reflecting predomi- 
nantly employment of expatriates who receive very substantial non-salary 
benefits). The average minimum monthly wages in those three industries, based 
on a 40-hour work week, were $212, $152, and $227, respectively. 


Balance of Payments -- Gabon's balance of payments position continued to improve 
in 1982, largely due to the appreciation of the dollar in which most Gabonese 
exports are denominated and to the slower growth of imports. Nearly 60 percent 
of Gabon's imports originates from the franc zone, while 83 percent of exports-- 
petroleum, uranium, and some manganese--is denominated in dollars. Preliminary 
figures for 1982 show a $1.3 billion balance of trade surplus, representing a 
15.9 percent improvement over the previous year. Imports were $782.7 million, 
growing 13 percent, while exports, despite the poor market conditions noted 
previously, increased 14.6 percent to $2.1 billion. Gabon's current account 
surplus grew a healthy 23.8 percent, reaching $411.2 million, still down 
substantially from the record $780 million posted in 1980 during the strong oil 
market. Gabon's strong balance of trade position is partially offset by an 
outflow of transfers and service payments. In 1982 these payments increased 
12.1 percent, reaching $882.7 million. While the bulk of the outflow repre- 
sents expatriate salaries, the 1982 increase also reflects increased petrole- 
um and exploration activity contracted abroad. The capital accounts balance, 
traditionally negative, had a deficit of $265.7 million for 1982. This 
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represented a 16.2 percent decline from the 1981 balance, which essentially 
resulted from an increase in short-term transfers from petroleum companies 

of funds generated from 1982 pre-tax profits. Gabon's overall balance of 
payments position for 1982 increased 44.2 percent to $145.6 million. As a 
result of this strong balance of payments position, the country's net foreign 
reserves increased dramatically in 1982, reaching $248.2 million by year-end, 
compared to $111.7 the previous year. By March 1983, the figure had increased 
to $289.4 million, representing five and one-half months’ worth of imports. 


Government Finance -- In 1982, budgetary receipts achieved 1.6 percent real 
growth, reaching $1.4 billion--slightly better than anticipated due to a 
favorable exchange rate for petroleum sales. The operating budget of $449.4 
million declined 2.7 percent in real terms, while the development budget 
showed 7.6 percent real growth, reaching $574.5 million. No new credits were 
established, and drawdowns on existing credits amounted to $116.1 million 
which were used for development projects. Gabon's policy of debt reduction, 
pursued since 1978, was hindered somewhat in 1982 because of the declining 
value of the franc zone currencies. Due to currency depreciation, debt in 
terms of CFA increased without additional borrowing, since nearly 60 percent 
of the Government's loans are denominated in dollars, yen, and German marks. 
While disbursed public debt increased 3 percent by year-end to $1.067 billion, 
debt servicing nevertheless was reduced by $56.1 million. At the end of 1982, 
the country's ratio of public debt outstanding to GDP dropped to 30.7 percent, 
compared to 90.1 percent in 1978. Over the same period, the debt service ratio 


(external debt service to export receipts) fell from 33 percent to a respect- 
able 14.3 percent. 


Foreign Trade -- Gabon"s resource extraction-oriented economy is strongly 
reflected through its exports, which are almost entirely unprocessed raw 
materials. In 1982 petroleum represented 81 percent of exports, while wood 
was 7.3 percent, manganese 5 percent, and uranium 3.7 percent (totalling 97 
percent). This percentage breakdown of exports was nearly unchanged from 1981. 
The 13 percent nominal growth rate for Gabon's imports in. 1982 reflected a 


decrease in the volume of goods and purchases made at much higher prices due 
to the deteriorating exchange rate. 


The limited scope of Gabon's economy, especially in manufacturing and agricul- 
ture, has generated a strong dependence on foreign suppliers. In 1982 approxi- 
mately half of Gabon's imports were capital goods, including equipment and 

tools (21.7 percent), metal products (13 percent), transportation equipment 
(11.1 percent) and construction materials (4.9 percent). Most of the first 

two categories relate to petroleum equipment. Other significant imports include 
manufactured products comprising 10.5 percent of imports, and food and agri- 
cultural products, representing 13.9 percent. 


Despite Gabonese efforts to diversify its foreign trading relationships, 
France remained Gabon's strongest trading partner in 1982, supplying 51.7 
percent of Gabon's imports and purchasing 24.9 percent of exports. The United 
States was in second place, furnishing 15.3 percent of Gabon's imports and 
representing 23.9 percent of Gabon's export market. 





FUTURE PROSPECTS 


Government Budget -- Weak world markets for Gabon's export commodities, espec- 
ially petroleum, have continued to hamper Gabon's recovery through the first 
half of 1983 and are likely to limit growth through 1984. Government spending 
is expected to be restrained as a result of a slowdown in the growth of petro- 
leum revenue and Gabon's continuing commitment to conservative financial 
policies. As a result of the March 1983 OPEC agreement which re-established 
oil price levels, the adjusted posted price of Gabonese oil fell from about 
$35 per barrel to $29. This forced the Gabonese Government to revise downward 
its estimates for revenue from petroleum. Instead of covering the shortfall 
by establishing new credits, the Government instituted an austerity program 
which resulted in a scaling back of the development budget from projected levels. 
Even with the austerity program, the 1983 revised budget represents a 10.4 
percent increase over 1982 in total public operating expenditures and a 23.4 
percent increase in the development budget. Most of the increase will be 
applied to the Transgabon Railroad. Government petroleum revenues will con- 
tinue to be under pressure in 1984 due to the delayed impact of oil price cuts 
on tax revenue. Some estimates have projected a decline in Government petro- 
leum revenue but higher volumes of exports and the continuing appreciation of 
the dollar (in which oil incomes is received) may offset much of the decline. 


Inflation is expected to be in the 13 to 15 percent range for 1983. Gabon's 
inflationary rate is largely determined by the rate in France (through the 
tied currencies of the franc zone) but is also affected by imports from other 
developing countries and by domestic government spending. 


Petroleum Outlook -- Petroleum will continue to dominate the economy for the 
foreseeable future, providing about 50 percent of GDP. Oil production, esti- 
mated to be 8.2 million tons in 1983, should increase to the vicinity of 8.5 
million by 1984 largely due to the offshore Oguendjo field brought on stream 
by Amoco in August 1983. Production by Gabon's two other major operators, 

Elf and Shell, declined from 1977 through 1981 at an average of 11 percent 

per year as older fields were being played out. Because of new fields which 
Elf is bringing into production in 1984 and the rehabilitation of Shell's 
fields, output should stabilize for both producers for the next three to five 
years. While the Government conservatively estimates for planning purposes 
that oil revenue may be seriously reduced in seven to ten years, many local 
members of the oil industry feel that Gabon will continue to produce well 
beyond that horizon. There are currently estimated to be about 70 million tons 
of economically recoverable oil reserves, with an estimated 60 to 80 million 
tons of additional reserves which would be economically recoverable under 
strong market conditions. Although Amoco is expected to remain very active 
and several companies (including Tenneco) will start drilling programs in late 
1983 and in 1984, overall exploration and development activity, which remained 
strong until the last quarter of 1982, is projected to be reduced substan- 
tially through 1984 due to current market conditions. 
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Minerals and Forestry Products -- The 1983 outlook for Gabon's manganese, 
uranium, and wood is mixed. Manganese exports are expected to increase 3.5 
percent in value, with production for the year increasing to 1,500 million 
tons, representing a 1.1 percent improvement over 1982, Although the sales 
of manganese ore have remained weak during 1983, this should be offset by a 
13.8 percent increase in manganese bioxide production (used for making batter- 
ies), which has very strong markets in Japan and Indonesia. Gabon also hopes 
to increase sales by opening a new market for manganese ore in the Soviet 
Union in 1983. Because of soft world demand by world consumers of nuclear 
fuels, Gabon's uranium export sales are expected to decline by 9 percent in 
1983, falling to $64.7 million. While export volume is expected to fall 13 
percent, the production of "yellow cake" should increase by 8 percent to an 
estimated 1389 tons, resulting in a 70 percent increase in Gabon's uranium 
stockpile. Sales from Gabon's forestry sector are expected to decline about 
6 percent in 1983 as a result of soft world demand for wood products. The 
volume of wood exports for 1983 is expected to drop about 1.5 percent to 
910,000 cubic meters. Poor market conditions have caused financial difficulties 
in most forestry firms in Gabon during the past year and have resulted in the 
liquidation of a number of enterprises. Investment in the forestry sector, 
which has been too low in recent years to replace depreciating capital equip- 
ment, is expected to fall by 10 percent in 1983. 


From a long-term perspective, Gabon's non-petroleum resources should provide 

a source of income well into the next century. Gabon"s forestry inventory is 
estimated to be 300 million cubic meters of timber, 100 million cubic meters 

of which is okoume, the principal wood now being exploited. The commercial 
development of forestry resources is now being facilitated through the con- 
struction of the Transgabon railroad and linking road network. Proven reserves 
for uranium are 35,000 tons of uranium metal, while Gabon's manganese deposits 


are estimated to be 200 million tons of high concentrate ore. An additional 
resource which may be developed in the long term is an iron ore deposit esti- 
mated to be 850 million tons near Belinga in the extreme northeast part of 

the country. The exploitation of this deposit, expected to cost in the 
vicinity of $2 billion in current dollars (which would include a two hundred 
mile spur for the railroad) is unlikely to begin until at least the next decade. 


Modest market prospects for Gabon's exports, the declining value of the CFA, 
and the Government's current austerity program have resulted in a 4.6 percent 
nominal decline in imports during the first quarter of 1983. Imports of con- 
sumer and durable goods increased 5.6 percent over the first quarter of 1982 
while capital goods increased 2.1 percent. Sales of imported intermediate 
products, such as semi-finished goods and construction material, fell 21.2 
percent. These figures reflect a substantial reduction in volume in real 
terms when inflation and the exchange rate parity are taken into account. In 
view of the Government's conservative fiscal policy, it is likely that imports 
will continue at a reduced level into 1984, 


Government Budget -- Under the Government's austerity program, no new projects 
were initiated in the 1983 development budget, and expenditures for some con- 
tinuing projects were reduced slightly below their 1982 levels. Exceptions 
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to this included the Transgabon Railroad, which received a 49 percent increase 
to $195.8 million (representing 30 percent of the development budget); defense 
equipment, which increased 340 percent to $74.2 million (11 percent of the 
development budget); education and training, which increased 27 percent to 
$63.7 million (10 percent of the budget); and roads, which increased 18 percent 
to $79.5 million (12 percent of the budget). The Government is planning to 
keep the 1984 development budget near the 1983 level in view of the anticipated 
pressure on Government revenue in 1984. These continued austerity measures, 
combined with the prospect of continued weak markets for Gabon's exports, should 
have a dampening effect in the private sector on both growth and investment. 


Investment -- In early 1983 the Gabonese Government projected that private 
sector investment for 1983 would increase 7.5 percent over 1982 to $605 million 
and that the figure would reach $662 million in 1984. It now appears that 
private sector investment will fall significantly below the 1983 and 1984 tar- 
gets, since several oil companies (including Elf, which produces 80 percent 

of Gabon's petroleum) have reduced investments substantially below original 
estimates and are not expected to increase exploration and development spending 
until oil prices improve. About 75 percent of Gabon's private investment falls 
within the petroleum sector. Private investment in other sectors, especially 
forestry and mining, is unlikely to exceed the maintenance and replacement lev- 
el of capital goods and equipment until market prospects improve. 


Notwithstanding the current economic recession, Gabon continues to be one of 
the few countries in Africa which consistently enjoys a balance of payments 
surplus. The strong external trade surpluses which have occurred since 1979 
should continue in 1983 and 1984. Although the level of the trade surplus 
may decline somewhat, the current accounts surplus should remain in the black. 
Lower prices for Gabon's export commodities are likely to continue to be off- 
set by a more favorable exchange rate and by higher oil production in 1984. 


Government Financing -- Gabon appears likely to continue its policy of very 
limited and selected borrowing. In line with the country's policy of debt 
retirement, no new credits have been initiated since 1981, and Gabon did not 
draw on the standby IMF facility which was part of the stabilization program 
completed in December 1982. The Government may, however, re-enter the Euro- 
market in 1984 for loans to offset the anticipated weakness in oil revenue 

in 1984. Drawdowns on existing credits for 1983 are projected to be in the 
range of $120 million and will be used for financing the Transgabon Railroad. 
Debt service requirements are forecast to be $252 million for 1983 and $194.5 
million for 1984. Gabon has been generally viewed as one of the more credit- 
worthy black African countries due to its balance of payments surpluses and 
conservative fiscal policies. 


IMPLICATIONS FOR THE UNITED STATES 


U.S.-Gabonese Trade -- Although Gabon is a small market by the criteria of GDP 
and population, it is one of the financially strongest countries in Sub-Saharan 


NOTE: Estimated exchange rates used are $1.00 = 380 CFA for 1983, and 
$1.00 = 400 CFA for 1984. 
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Africa. Financial strength, coupled with the country's history of political 
stability, the Government's commitment to free trade and the encouragement 
of private investment, makes Gabon relatively promising in the long term for 
U.S. commercial interests. The commercial climate is further helped by 
excellent relations between the United States and Gabon, as well as major 
efforts by the Gabonese Government to attract U.S. investors in particular. 


Gabon was the sixth largest market for U.S. exports in black Africa in 1982, 
buying $110.1 million worth of U.S. products. This represented 15 percent of 
Gabon's imports and placed the United States as Gabon's largest supplier after 
France, which had slightly more than 50 percent. Nearly half of U.S. exports 
($52 million) were related to offshore oil rigs, while $18 million was spent on 
construction equipment and parts, $13 million on aircraft, $3 million on geo- 
physical instruments, and $2 million on rice. Since the bulk of U.S. exports 
to Gabon in 1982 related to the oil industry (including one $50 million off- 
shore platform), the value of U.S. exports to Gabon may fluctuate substan- 
tially in accordance with activity in the petroleum sector. 


Export Markets for U.S. Firms -- In the past, relatively few American exporters 
have shown interest in selling to Gabon because of its limited market size 

and the well-entrenched French commercial presence. However, while Gabon is 
clearly not a large market, it is one of the few countries in Africa with the 
domestic financial resources to be able to pursue an active program of infra- 
structure investment. Furthermore, while the French commercial presence is 
undeniably strong, Gabon is now committed to diversifying its commercial ties. 
Technologically advanced U.S. products and services have been able to compete 
when aggressively marketed, especially within the private sector where loans 

to promote French and EC exports are less of a factor. 


Oil operators in Gabon rely heavily on American oil equipment and support ser- 
vices, which are largely provided by more than 30 U.S. oil support firms 
located on site in Port Gentil, Gabon's oil capital. Although many of these 
firms have been hard pressed through 1983 as a result of declining oil acti- 
vity, this market should be promising for U.S. firms with the recovery of oil 
prices. The market positions of U.S. manufacturers of mining, forestry, and 
construction equipment sectors have also traditionally been good in Gabon due 
to their reputation for high quality. While sales of U.S. products in these 
sectors have suffered during 1983 due to lower investment by Gabonese businesses 
and the sharp price increases of dollar-denominated imports, prospects for 
American products in these markets should improve measurably when demand for 
Gabon's export commodities recovers. Many businesses in these sectors, espec- 
ially forestry, will need to increase expenditures on new equipment as soon 

as it is feasible in order to make up for limited reinvestment during past 
years. Opportunities exist for expanded sales of American farm products, since 
roughly 50 percent of Gabon's food is imported. Products in this area that 
should do well include long-grain rice, tobacco, canned foods (meat, fruit 
juices, vegetables, soft drinks, and beer), cereals, and snack foods. Other 
market opportunities which might develop through 1984 include electrical 
transmission material and equipment, small hydro-electric generation units 

and solar energy systems; small automated office equipment and business 
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machines; equipment for the modernization of Gabon's rural telephone system; 
radio communication equipment; medical equipment; certain building and con- 
struction equipment such as glass and tiles; and modular housing. 


Major Projects -- Aside from the petroleum industry, Gabon's major projects 
provide the greatest potential market for American exports as well as oppor- 
tunities for American construction firms and consulting services. The Trans- 
gabon Railroad will remain the country's highest development priority until 
it is completed to Franceville in late 1987. While all contracts have been 
awarded for the construction, contractors are expected to make acquisitions 
of heavy construction equipment through 1984. Similarly, equipment will be 
needed over the next few years to construct Gabon's developing road network, 
one of Gabon's highest priorities after the railroad. 


A minerals port is being planned in the Libreville area which will handle 
manganese and possibly iron ore brought to the coast when the railroad is com- 
pleted. Numerous studies have been undertaken on the project, including one 
financed by the U.S. Government through the Trade Development Program (TDP) 

in Fall 1983 to assist the Gabonese Government to decide on the location, 
functions, and characteristics of the port. These decisions should be reached 
in early 1984 and the project is likely to be initiated shortly thereafter. 


In addition to the minerals port, there are several broad areas in which the 
Gabonese Government would specifically like American participation. These 
include agricultural development, especially of the high plateau region near 
Franceville; the development of tourism in the Libreville, Port Gentil, and 
Lambarene triangle; and participation of American forestry companies in Gabon. 

A longer range prospect which might present opportunities for U.S. firms if the 
decision to go ahead is made is the development of the Belinga iron ore deposit 
in northeastern Gabon. Additional business opportunities for American firms are 
expected to be enumerated in the new Five-Year Development Plan (1984-1988) to 
be published in 1984. 


Investment Opportunities -- American investment in Gabon, estimated to be in 
the range of $250 million by the end of 1983, should continue to grow over 

the next several years. Most American investment is in the petroleum sector 
and future investment will be heavily concentrated there as a result of Amoco's 
active exploration and development plans as well as Tenneco's drilling program, 
scheduled to begin near the end of 1982. A study undertaken by TDP in the 
agricultural area should provide valuable data for potential U.S. investment 

in this field. Tourism development is another priority area for the Gabonese 
Government in which there is potential for U.S. firms. Investment is also 
sought in manufacturing (glass, matches, processing of pharmaceuticals, paper 
pulp, and light bulbs); prospecting and the development of minerals; mineral 
deposits (petroleum, uranium, talc, barite, and iron ore); other agricultural 
projects, including rice and peanut cultivation; forestry (in the areas to be 
opened by the railroad); and fishing. As a member of the Central African 
Customs Union (UDEAC), goods produced in Gabon can be sold in Cameroon, the 
Congo, and Central African Republic free of customs duties. A bilateral 
investment treaty is currently under negotiation between the United States 

and Gabon. 
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U.S. bank exposure in Gabon amounts to about $200 million. Citibank has 
established otfices in Libreville and Port Gentil, while other American banks 
have established correspondent relationships with local banks. 


Business Tips -- American firms which have been most successful in the past are 
those which have undertaken on-the-spot visits by French-speaking representa- 
tives who are willing to return often enough to develop essential personal 
contacts. Finding local representatives and continuing a good working relation- 
ship with them are often the key to future sales. Since after-sales service 
and spare parts inventories are often sadly lacking in Gabon, firms which have 
good follow-up service and adequate inventories gain a significant competitive 
advantage. The chances of firms bidding on major projects will be improved 

if they can help provide financing on favorable terms. The availability of 
financing by the U.S. Export-Import Bank and the involvement of American banks 
in Gabon should prove helpful. Import licenses, when required, are routinely 
granted, and there is no discrimination against American products by customs 
laws or other regulations. 


Business correspondence should be in French. Business travelers wishing to 
visit Gabon should apply for visas at least three weeks in advance and have a 
list of planned contacts in addition to confirmed hotel reservations or other 
lodging arrangements. This may be requested by immigration officials upon 
entry. Visas may be obtained from the French Embassy in countries which do 
not have a Gabonese Embassy. 
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